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Follow the supply chains of architecture and you'll find not just product manufacturers but also environmental polluters and elusive networks of financial power and political influence.
North Antelope Rochelle Mine, Powder River Basin, Wyoming. [Wild Earth Guardians] In the corporate literature of Georgia-Pacific, the slogan "What You Don't See Matters" refers to the branded building products -DryPly, Ply-Bead, Plytanium, PlyFrame, etc. -that are used in countless light construction projects. In the larger contexts of industrialcapitalist supply chains and environmental sustainability, the phrase takes on new meaning. "What you don't see" in the production of these plywood components includes four tons of sub-bituminous coal leaving a single mine in Wyoming every second; 22 tons of coal burning at a single power plant in Georgia every minute; and, 62,000 tons of carbon dioxide entering the atmosphere every day as a result of these processes. Needless to say, it "matters."
Here I would like to argue that it matters in particular for the profession of architecture:
that any full accounting of environmental, economic, or social sustainability has got to consider not merely individual buildings and sites but also the intricate product and energy supply chains that are crucial to their construction. Equally important are the elusive and often secretive networks of financial power and political influence that are underwritten by the billion-dollar construction industry.
It is revealing, for instance, to consider the extractive operations, transport networks, and material transformations that must be activated in order to produce a piece of plywood. The place to start is the Powder River Basin, a landscape of rolling grasslands in northeast
Wyoming that is home to the North Antelope Rochelle Mine, the largest surface coal mine in the world. In 2014, coal production in the United States topped one billion tons, of which 400 million came from the Powder River Basin, and 120 million from North Antelope
Rochelle. Resource extraction of this magnitude requires not just sophisticated technology and specialized knowledge; it requires also the historical and cultural conception of resources as valuable. Here is an early assessment by the United States Geological Survey, from 1883, when the country was emerging as a modern industrial power, and coal mining fueled the national economy.
It is a somewhat trite but true statement that coal is the most important of all mineral substances in its bearing upon the material prosperity of any country, and it is none the less familiar that coal is the principal mineral product of the United States. … This country is now second on the list of coal producers of the world, and it is a question of no very distant time when it shall have achieved the first place in point of annual output. It possesses within its borders a larger coal-bearing territory than any other (at least with the possible exception of China, whose coal is undetermined), and the production will no doubt continue to grow. Today, mining at North Antelope begins with a fleet of bulldozers scraping the vegetation and topsoil from the gently undulating landscape and exposing the gray loamy soil beneath.
Draglines remove millions of tons of overburden, which are then transported by haul trucks to the edges of the deepening pit. When the coal seam is exposed, electric shovels move the coal from its prehistoric bed to the trucks, which take it to the crusher. After being pulverized into two-inch pieces, the coal is put on a conveyer belt and deposited into Protection Agency, the Madison plant has, in the past decade, released significant amounts of lead, methanol, diisocyanates, and dioxin, substances which variously can cause cancers, developmental disorders, respiratory failure, and diseases of the heart, liver, and brain.
Georgia-Pacific, founded in 1927, has grown from a local lumber company in Augusta to become one of the largest building products manufacturers in the world. Today, the multinational corporation employs more than 35,000 people on three continents; 2,600 of these employees report to work in the administrative headquarters at the Georgia-Pacific
Tower in downtown Atlanta. When it opened, in 1982, the 52-story high-rise -designed by SOM and located on the site of the theatre where Gone with the Wind had its world premiere in 1939 -was celebrated as an early step in the modernization of Peachtree Street. In 2012, the granite-clad tower received LEED Silver Certification. But Koch Industries' products touch everyone's lives -from the gas in our tanks to the steak on our forks and the fertilizer that helps our crops grow, and from the drywall, windowpanes, and carpets in our homes and offices to the Brawny paper towels and Dixie cups we keep in the pantry. … A day doesn't pass when we don't encounter a Koch product, though we often probably don't know it. Koch Industries is omnipresent.
That the consumption of everyday products, and more broadly the financial power of Koch A common sight at a lumberyard in America.
[
The interconnections of construction industry money and influence become yet more intricate when we consider that the Georgia-Pacific Tower draws some significant portion of its electricity from Plant Scherer, which is jointly owned by several utility companies.
The largest of these is Georgia Power, which is the leading subsidiary of Southern Company, the second largest private utilities provider in the U.S. In recent years, Southern Company has drawn attention, indeed notoriety, for sponsoring research that denies the role of humans in causing climate change. In particular the company has funded the work of the Harvard-affiliated aerospace engineer Wei-Hock "Willie" Soon, for which the "deliverable,"
as Soon described it, was a series of studies arguing that global warming was caused by the sun. Soon's research is also supported by the Koch brothers. As reported in The Guardian:
A prominent academic and climate change denier's work was funded almost entirely by the energy industry, receiving more than $1.2m from companies, lobby groups and oil billionaires over more than a decade, newly released documents show. Over the last As it happened, the filing has had an unexpected upside for the energy giant; in what the Los Angeles Times characterized as a "collateral benefit" of the bankruptcy, a federal judge in St.
Louis ruled that the company was immune to a California lawsuit that sought damages due to decades of greenhouse gas emissions. Since then, following the election of a president Any full accounting of these processes and networks would of course be infinitely more complicated, and the effects far more consequential.
So why does all this matter for the profession of architecture? I would contend that what's at stake is nothing less than disciplinary relevance. To ignore these matters -these networks of materials, energy, power, money -is to distance oneself from phenomena that are at once directly related to building construction and of universal concern. In recent months the planet experienced a global heat wave as record high temperatures were set from the Arctic Circle to the Sahara Desert. Income inequality is growing so extreme that economists predict that in a dozen years "the wealthiest one percent will own two-thirds of the world's wealth."
Thus it's vitally important that architects, both as responsible citizens and creative professionals, strive to expand the boundaries of pedagogy and practice. Schools of design could enrich their programs by offering courses and sponsoring research in which sustainability is understood to comprise not only constructed sites but also zones of extraction, manufacture, and assembly. Likewise professional architects could exert collective pressure in order to expose wasteful or nefarious environmental practices and labor abuses associated with the building industry, and they could boycott the offenders.
But more important than any particular strategy is the recognition that the status quo -as exemplified by the LEED certification system with its manipulatable criteria, or by the proliferation of green design competitions that produce fantastically skillful renderings of 
